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The cultural history of Asia could be reconstructed through a systematic study
of a particular religious theme popular simultaneously in several countries with local
variations. Such a study would reveal intimate contact between the two or even more
cultures. The cultural contact of India with the South-east Asian countries since Pre-
Christian era is well known and as a consequence the two principal religions Buddhism
and Brahmanism, along with Indian myths, legends and fables reached these countries
without any mechanical vehicles or transmission and even printed works. The most
important of all such South-east Asian countries is Indonesia, known as dvipantara in
ancient times, where the cultural influence of India could be seen right from c. 7"-8"
century C.E., the visual manifestations of which are to be seen at the greatest centre of
Buddhist Art at Borobadur (c. 8" century C.E.) and the Brahmanical centres at
Prambanan (9"-10" century C.E.) and Awatarama (14"-15" century C.E.)!

. The Ramayana and the Mahabharata, the two great immortal Indian epics, had
played significant role in the cultural and religious life of India. Owing to the vitality
of both the Ramakatha and Mahabharata, these were assimilated by the Buddhists and
the Jainas and consequently independent works were composed dealing with the story
of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata in both sects. These two epics also bewitched
and hypnotised the people of other Asian countries with altogether different religious,
cultural and literary traditions. Due to the all pervading importance of these epics, they
gained high popularity both in literary creations as well as visual manifestations in a
number of South-east Asian countries, the most important of them being Indonesia,
Combodia, Burma and Thailand.? Of the two epics, however, Ramayana was more
favoured due to its vitality in portraying such characters as Rama, Laksmana, Sita and
Bharata who could become ideals for any society. It equally help the imagination of
classes of people in Asia ranging from the most sophisticated and affluent to the most
humble and lowly.

The earliest representations of Ramakatha in India are found during the Gupta
period, the examples of which are to be noticed on the DaSavatara temple at Deogarh
and the Siva temple at Nachna.’ These renderings gained more and more favour in
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visual manifestations with advance in time in stone sculptures and later in paintings
as well. The most important sites of medieval times enriched with depictions of
Ramakatha are Papandtha and Viripaksa temples at Pattadakal (c. 8" century C.E.),
Upper Sivalaya at Badami (c.7® century C.E.), Kailasa temple at Ellora (8" century
C.E. Aurangabad, Maharastra), Sun temple at Modhera (c. 1026 C.E. Mahesana,
Gujarat), Orissan temples spread over in BhubaneSvara (Satrughane§vara and
Swarnajale§vara temples - 7" century C.E.) and Baramba (Sirmhanatha temple - c.8"
century C.E., Cuttak), the Hoyasala temples in Karnataka at Halebid (HoyasaleSvara
temple, 12" century C.E.), Somanathapur (Ke$ava temple - 1268 C.E.) and Amrtapur
(Amrte$vara temple - 1196 C.E.) and Vijayanagar temples at Hampt and Kanci. These
temples, datable between 7" and 16™ century C.E., depict different episodes from the
Ramayana, starting mostly from the Aranyakanda. However, in few examples from
Pattadakal, Amrtapur and Somanathpur episodes from the Balakanda are also found.
It may be remarked that almost all the sites yielding episodes from Balakanda belong
to Karnataka and to Calukya and Hoyasala dynasties ruling one after the other. The
rendering of few episodes from the Balakanda in Indonesian art may be suggestive of
the proximity between the prolific site of Prambanan in Indonesia and Pattadakal,
Amrtapur and Somanathpur in India.*

There appears several versions of Ramayana in different regional languages of
India, the main source of all such versions being Valmiki's Ramayana. These included
the famous Ramayana of Tamil called the Kamban Ramayana, the Telgu version
known as the Dvipa Ramayana, the Malayalam version known as the Adhyatma
Ramayana and likewise several versions of Ramakatha in Bengali, Assamese, Gujarati,
Kashmiri and above all the Hindi version entitled the Ramacaritmanas by Tulasidasa
(16™ century C.E.). However, the Ramacaritmanas assume special importance since it
portrayas Rama and all other principal characters in the highest of virtues. The rise of
Vaisnava bhakti movement in India during the 14"-16" century C.E. gave a further
impetus to the Ramakatha.

Although the written versions of Ramayana in South-east Asia do not go beyond
the 9" century C.E., there is sufficient sculptural and inscriptional evidences to prove
that the legend was known to the South-east Asian countries atleast by the early years
of the Christian era.” We are encountered with innumerable examples both in painting
and sculptures pertaining to the Ramakatha spread over in different countries of South-
cast Asia, particularly Indonesia, Combodia and Thailand. However, Indonesia was
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the most important of all such South-east Asian countries which were influenced by
the Ramakatha tradition®. It has yielded innumerable instances of the rendering of the
Ramakatha apparently suggestive the close and amicable cultural relations between
India and Indonesia atleast from c. ninth century C.E. |

Of all the Indonesian sites yielding Ramakatha panels Parambanan (9"-10"
century C.E.) and Panatarana (14"-15" century C.E.), both in Java, are the most
important ones in terms of number of episodes and also the variety of forms and mode
of their representation. The present paper, however, endeavours to discuss at length
the rendering of Ramakatha at Prambanan in a critical manner to gauge the bearing
the Indian Tradition and Art along with the native contribution in selecting the episodes,
their details and mode of representation.

The magnificent rendering of Ramakatha in Prambanan temple complex of
central Java is found mainly on Siva temple, known as Candi Loro - Jongrang, and
Brahma temple. The scenes are carved on the inner side of balustrade of the
circumambulatory path (pradaksina) of the temples. It is suggestive of the importance
being attached to such episodes and also the uniform mode of their representation
forming a separate entity. However, in India the Ramayana and the Mahabharata scenes
are carved mainly on the narathara (Hoyasala temples), on the pillars (Modhera), on
the ceilings (Modhera and Nagda), on the cornice (Sas temple - Nagda, Dadhimati
temple - Goth Mangalod, Simhanatha temple, Baramba), and pitha (Pattadakal,
Amrtapur, Ellora - Kailasa temple). The scenes in Prambanan temples run from left to
right (observer's standpoint) in accordance with the circumambulation. It is interesting
to note that the episodes are represented in traditional sequence on these temples and
show a continuity from Siva to Brahma temple, a rare feature not to be found anywhere
else in India or even in the South-east Asian countries. The Siva temple exhibits scenes
from the Balakandai.e. Visnu being requested by the gods to incarnate to kill the demon
Ravana and Rama and Laksmana going with Vi§vamitra to kill the demons like Tataka,
Subahu and Marica to the beginning of the Yuddhakanda depicting the setubandha
episode i.e. the march of the army of Ravana over the bridge to reach Lanka. The scenes
further continue on the Brahma temple starting from the episode showing Rama,
Laksmana, Sugriva and Visvamitra’ engaged in strategic talks before attacking Lanka
and Vibhisana, the younger brother of Ravana appearing before Rama to express his
loyality after parting with Ravana. The scene on the Brahma temple, however, ends
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with Uttarakanda showing detailed rendering of Lava - KuSa episode. Thus the two
temples impart a sense of oneness through the rendering of Ramakatha.

Further, the rendering of Vaisnava themes on Siva and Brahma temples is also
of consequence suggesting a syncretic aspect and also the amicable relationship among
the worshippers of Brahmanical trinity in Indonesia during those ancient times. The
cult and so also the temples of Brahma were popular in Indonesia which is evident
from the popularity of tripurusa prasada dedicated respectively to Brahma, Visnu and
Siva. The picture in India is vice-versa where Brahma temples are rarely known because
independent cult of Brahma could never rise. Hence the rendering of Ramakatha on
Brahma temple is also a unique feature. It may also be remarked in passing that like
Prambanan in India as well the Ramakatha scenes are mostly carved on Siva temples,
which was indeed a welcome trend suggestive of the sectarian amity.®

The Ramayana episodes in Prambanan undoubtedly represents one of the best
examples wherein almost all the important episodes have been selected for depiction
and that too in a most vivid and telling manner. These episodes cover the entire
Ramayana starting from the Balakanda to Uttarakanda. The episodes from Balakanda
are few as compared to Indian examples but the episodes of Ulttarakanda particularly
the Lava-Kus$a episode have been shown in a most exhaustive manner which on the
other hand are rarely found in Indian art, the examples of which are known only from
the Hoyasala temples and the Sun temple at Modhera. In India the Ramakatha depictions
usually ends with the killing of Ravana and at the most return of Rama - Sita -
Laksmana to Ayodhya and Rama's coronation. It appears that the 4caryas, and the artists
in India deliberately dropped the depiction of Lava-Kusa episode because they thought
that it would blemish the virtuous character of Rama while in Indonesia the artist was
not working with any such dogma and hence he could remain impartial observer.

The Lava-Kusa episodes carved on Brahma temple start from the exile of Sita
in her pregnancy and consequent birth of twin babies known as Lava-KuSa and their
childhood in the hermitage of sage Valmiki and ends with the appearance of Lava and
Kus$a in the court of Rama, the deep remorse of Rama and consequent accession of
Lava and KusSa to the throne of Ayodhya. The entire episode is represented by as many
as 15 panels, the largest for any single episode in the Prambanan temple complex’.
The episodes namely the slaying of Marica and abduction of Sita and meeting of Rama
- Laksmana with Hanuman and Sugriva, Vali-Sugriva combat and the killing of Vali
by Rama are also given the detailed treatment which were the most popular episodes
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of Ramakatha in Indian context, the examples of which are found on almost all the
important temples yielding Ramakatha right from the Gupta period. The most important
of such examples are found from the Sun temple at Modhera, Simhanatha temple at
Baramba, the Kailash temple at Ellora, Papanatha and Virupaksa temples at Pattadakal
and temples at Halebid, Amrtapur and Somanathapur.

The other popular episodes in Prambanan temple include Rama, Laksmana going
with Viswamitra and killing demoness Tataka and other demons, the marriage of Rama,
award of punishment to Strpanakha, Hanuman reaching Asoka-Vatika after crossing
the ocean to meet Sita and his return to Rama after burning Lanka-dahana), the
construction of the bridge over ocean and the march of the army of Rama to Lanka,
the deep sleep and awakening of Kumbhakarna, the fight of Indrajit, Kumbhakarna,
Ravana and his army with Rama and the death of Ravana and the return of Rama to
Ayodhya and accession to throne of Ayodhya. It may be noted that more or less all
the episodes find depiction in Indian temples as well. Thus the thematic selection from
Ramakatha, barring a single episode of Lava and Kusa, shows a harmony between
Indian and Indonesian visual manifestations.

However, the Ramayana episodes in Prambanan follow mostly the earliest
version of Valmiki's Ramayana but at the same time show departure which was mainly
due to the impact of Kakwin Ramayana contemporaneous almost with the Prambanan
reliefs. The Kakwin Ramayana mostly bear the influence of the Tamil version of
Kamban Ramayana and Bhavabhutis Uttararamacarita.'® The Javanese tradition refers
to only two wives namely KauSalya and Kaikeyi of DaSaratha. The other points of
departure are : Ravana is not portrayed as adorer of Siva and is called mainly by his
youth name Dasamukha which is a secondary name of Ravana in Valmiki's Ramayana;
Sita being mentioned as the daughter of Ravana; mention of two deer in place of one
in the episode of the slaying of Marica; the dropping of tears of Sugriva in the quiver
of Laksmana and consequently leading to the meeting of Rama with Sugriva.

Before discussing the features of the Ramakatha panels in Prambanan temples
and making their comparison with Indian renderings, it is worthwhile to allude to the
rare episodes in Prambanan which are not found in Indian temples. Of these, the mention
may particularly be made of the scenes wherein different deities are depicted as
requesting Visnu lying on Sesasayya to incarnate to kill the demon Ravana, the
coronation of Bharata, the slaying of Viradha by Rama, Hanuman appearing before
Rama after returning from Lanka and giving the ornaments of Sita to Rama, the funeral
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of DaSaratha and Ravana, the chain-arrow in the shape of a snake (nagapasa) discharged
by Indrajit to bind Rama and Laksmana, and the death of Sita before meeting Rama.
Kabandha in Prambanan depiction is shown with head and an additional face on the
stomach resembling that of the Ganas frequently depicted in Indian art from Gupta
period onwards." The absence of some of the important scenes in Prambanan examples
1s also worth referring which include Laksmana-mircha, the performance of
putrestiyajna by DaSaratha for obtaining sons, and the scene of childhood of Rama,
Laksmana, Bharata and Satrughna.

The Ramakatha scenes in Prambanan temples have certain features which may
be termed as native or Indonesian character in respect of dress, ornaments and bodily
features of the figures and details and treatment of different episodes. The Prambanan
Ramayana relief panels appearing as an integrated part of the architectural scheme are
carved in varying dimensions of large and small panels wherein the episodes although
running in proper traditional sequence overlap one above the other, suggesting a lively
continuity. The scenes are carved into well proportioned stone bands or panels which
engirdled the high base of the elevated body of the sculpture with a balcony like
projection, suggestive of their individuality and importance.

The figures, neatly set into symmetrically distributed chambers, are elegant,
ornate and above all full of life and vigorous movement. The slender and tall figures
with freer movement distinctly reveal Pallava and Chola influence but the ornaments,
oval faces with somewhat muscular treatment of the body, beard, moustaches and also
the manner in which the narrative moves forward are Indonesian in character.'”? The
invariate feature of such depiction is the rich landscape and sylvan background mixed
with the rendering of birds and animals to create a natural background which was
particularly in concurrence with the Ramayana episodes relating to different incidents
like abduction of Sita, Vali - Sugriva fight. Lava - KuSa episode occurring in the back
drop of the nature. Thus the realistic background provided by the Prambanan artist
reminds us of alike depictions to be found in Sunga art at Bharhut and Safici and
consequently followed to some extent in Pallava art as well. The presence of two birds
facing each-other over the balconied projections is of particular interest imparting an
impression of story telling.

The Ramakathabegins with the figure of Visnu reclining on Sesasayya and being
prayed by the gods to kill he demon Ravana and it is perhaps in this background that Rama
in all the Prambanan scenes is represented as an incarnation of Visnu, and not as a human
being. As aresult, contrary to the Ramakatha depiction in India, Rama and so also
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Laksmana and Sita are always shown not only as wearing mukuta and other ornaments but
are also endowed with halo. Surprisingly, Rama and Laksmana do not show channavira,
an indespensible feature in Indian context. Further, the accompaniment of retinues with
Rama, Laksmana and Sita while in exile is also to be noted. The marked emphasis on the
fighting scenes between either the two armies or the two main characters of the epic is
notworthy which remind us of the alike scenes on the Dadhimatis, temple, Goth Manglod
(Nagaur, Rajasthan - 9"-10" century C.E.) and Amrte$vara temple at Arrtapur in India."”
Rama mostly stands in the attitude of disharging an arrow (Sarasandhana) wherein the
attitude appears more like a dancing posture reminding at once of Cola NateSa figures and
consequent examples of Ramakathain Hoyasala temples. Laksmana standing nearly in all
such instances stands calm and quiet.

The Prambanan artist has wonderfully intermingled different shades of
contemporary life with the Ramayana episodes wherin very often dancing, humourous
and other scenes®¥intervene the two Ramayana scenes. The legendary episode of
Kumbhakarna has beautifully been depicted showing elephant, horse and drum-beaters
around the figure of Kumbhakarna lying in d=ep sleep. All these figures are making
vigorous efforts and thunderous noise to awaken Kumbhakarna. Almost identical scenes
of the awakening of Kumbhakarna are found in the Sas temple, Nagda and the
Amrte§vara temple, Amrtapur. Vibhisana, holding a trident, has always been depicted
as the worshipper of Siva. Likewise the rendering of two demon figures in the episode
of their killing, suggest the two stages, making the episode more communicative. In
the episode of Marica-vadha as found in India the demon is not shown as emanating
from the head of the deer. The Prambanan reliefs, however, show the demon in a giant
human form by the side of deer. These are only some of the features which, however,
point to the individuality of the Prambanan reliefs.
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